How we define and perceive poverty has shifted over time, from an economic focus to a more comprehensive and multidimensional understanding. Over the past two decades, researchers have focused on understanding just what poverty means in people's lives, as reflected in the conceptual approach of the annual Human Development Reports, issued by the United Nations Development Programme since 1990, and later in the overarching framework for human development: the Millennium Development Goals. Much has also been written about the drivers of recent success stories in countries that are tackling poverty successfully, such as Brazil (Chapter 7), the People's Republic of China (Chapter 8), India and the Russian Federation (Fosu, 2013; ODI, 2011 ).
Yet despite this rich literature, our understanding of what poverty means to the poor -and what works at the grassroots level to eliminate it -remains sparse and thinly spread.
This chapter aims to address this gap by asking two fundamental questions: How do the poor perceive poverty? And what can we learn from the poor about the type of development that works to overcome poverty? I begin with an overview of some of the key research on these subjects. This is followed by four rural case studies: two from India, one from Ethiopia and another from Tanzania. I conclude by highlighting the key findings of the research in the four locations, and the lessons they provide.
When it comes to defining poverty, one size does not fit all
Based on his work in Asia and Africa, Robert Chambers derived a set of ill-being indicators that include lack of assets, disability, social exclusion and insufficient income to educate children and fulfil basic needs (Chambers, 1995) .
A comprehensive review of the literature on poor people's perceptions of poverty in Asia led Mick Moore and colleagues to conclude that the rural poor tend to compare their situations with their better-off neighbours. Yet, these rural views of poverty do not appear to reflect what poverty may mean within peri-urban and urban contexts, nor do they contribute any generic definition of poverty (Moore et al., 1998) .
Abhijit Banerjee and Esther Duflo conducted surveys in 13 countries on the economic lives of the poor. The research provides insightful findings into the economic decisions of the poor -considering questions such as "Why don't the poor eat more?" and "Why don't the poor save more?" (Banerjee and Duflo, 2007 ) -but does not explore the social dimensions of poverty, which include deprivations in health, education, sanitation and participatory freedoms.
At the turn of the new millennium, the World Bank collected the voices of more than 60 000 poor women and men from 60 countries in an unprecedented effort to understand poverty from the perspective of the poor (Narayan et al., 1999; 2000; 2002) . Known as Voices of the Poor and published in three volumes, the series has attracted much popular and academic attention since its publication. What it reveals is the undeniable challenge of drawing general conclusions from individual case studies in extremely diverse contexts.
Nevertheless, the series confirms a range of factors that poor people identify as elements of poverty, including precarious livelihoods, physical limitations, problems in social relationships, lack of security, abuse by those in power, disempowering institutions and weak community organisations.
The themes emerging from these studies underline the importance of considerations such as ownership of assets, capabilities and social dynamics in conceptions of poverty.
Other studies reinforce the multidimensional nature of well-being, but also emphasise the influence of context, values and culture in defining well-being -one size does not necessarily fit all (see, for example, Brock, 1999; Clark, 2000) .
The case studies examined in this chapter build on this literature, but go further to provide a micro-level understanding: firstly of what poverty means at the grassroots; and secondly, and more importantly, of why some development interventions work at the grassroots.
Grassroots studies of poverty give us insights into how to tackle it
The following four case studies explore rural areas with overall low-to-poor human development, but which have recently seen some progressive policy regimes.
India
The states of Madhya Pradesh and Bihar -considered until recently as amongst the poorest in India -have high levels of poverty, poor institutional infrastructure and stagnant growth. Over the past five years, both states have adopted policy regimes to promote development, with some tangibly positive outcomes in primary education, infrastructure, gender representation and livelihood expansion.
A study in Dhar district, Madhya Pradesh, examined user and non-user perspectives of a rural development project called Gyandoot, 1 a low-cost, self-sustainable and communityowned rural intranet project (Tiwari, 2008) . The research was conducted mainly in communities with male-headed households in three general categories: those below the poverty line of USD 1.25 per day and the much lower Indian poverty line of INR 32 per day; marginally poor; and comfortable or non-poor.
The Bihar study was a poverty and social impact assessment of a rural livelihoods project called JeeVika. 2 The research targeted self-help groups comprising poor and socially excluded women (Tiwari, 2010) .
In both these rural studies, when asked what being poor meant, the most frequently cited qualifiers were -in order of importance -low ownership of land or landlessness (over 40% of respondents in both cases); lack of both material and non-material resources; and insufficient work and income opportunities. Deficiencies in these areas made it impossible for people to satisfy their basic needs for food, clothing and housing. They also described illiteracy (52% of respondents in the Bihar study) and poor health/illness as conditions that made their situations worse. Other factors that were seen to aggravate or even cause poverty were corruption, poor governance and poor public service delivery, and over-population. On the other hand, population control, better education, improvement in access to health care, and livelihood security ranked high as priorities for poverty reduction.
The rural women in Bihar mentioned three very context-specific suggestions for reducing poverty: micro-savings that enable access to group money and bank linkages; support in establishing livestock and other livelihood systems; and reduction in the prevalence of chronic alcoholism through control of the locally brewed liquor.
To these women, happiness and well-being meant first and foremost having income and food security. The non-economic dimensions that followed included good health for all in the family, children being educated and having a secure future. Things that would bring happiness included being debt free, having income guarantees, being able to visit the bank and other officials with dignity, being able to sign their name instead of putting a thumb mark, having savings and an inter-village social network.
The male respondents in the Dhar ICT study saw lack of employment opportunities -for both illiterate and literate youth from the poorer households -as the main cause of poverty.
East Africa: Ethiopia and Tanzania
The Ethiopian highland region of Sidama is representative of the country's recent In both the East African studies, landlessness was not seen as a cause of poverty, although a high proportion of respondents saw shrinking land holdings (through subdivisions amongst siblings) and large family sizes as either worsening or causing poverty. In both locations, the communities described being poor as having few resources and insufficient income opportunities.
The Sidama communities were acutely aware of their extreme vulnerability to climatic volatility given their degree of dependence on rainfed agriculture. This was further exacerbated by the rising costs of manufactured and/or industrial inputs needed for agriculture on the one hand, and poor market prices for their produce on the other. All of this was seen to contribute to poverty. Market access was also difficult because of weak infrastructure, which hindered their ability to transport cash crops. A good proportion of smallholder farmers interviewed in Sidama were concerned about their increasing dependency on food-for-work programmes, which they felt trapped them in a precarious equilibrium. Despite short-term improvements in food security, time for working on their own farms was reduced by their involvement in food-for-work activities. This argument is reiterated in the literature on the impact of similar programmes in Ethiopia since the famine of the 1980s (Gillian et al., 2009 ).
The communities researched in the Kilimanjaro area included a much higher proportion of women -either mothers or teachers in the rural schools that had benefitted from the NGO support. Their concerns were focused on sanitation facilities for girls in particular, drinking water, information on diseases such as malaria and diarrhoea, and provision of food for the children in the school. Parents were also concerned about the security and well-being of their children while they were at work in the fields.
These four studies highlight the many facets of poverty as understood by the poor (although see Box 9.1). While the general emphasis tended to be on economic aspects, when probed, people expressed clear linkages between economic deprivations and the non-economic dimensions of poverty, such as poor health, access to education, lack of dignity and participation in village matters that affect them.
In all four case studies the respondents appeared to focus on what they did not have -a "deficit approach" to understanding poverty. This differs from the well-being approach, which builds on "what the poor have" (Camfield and McGregor, 2005) . On the other hand, the frequent aspirational responses to questions about what could be done to change their circumstances demonstrated the active pursuit of what they value in life and belief that they can achieve it.
The behaviour and actions of these communities thus offer rich insight into the theoretical constructs of two important approaches to poverty and development: Amartya Sen's capability approach (Sen, 1985; and Thomas Pogge's human rights-based approach (Pogge, 2008 ). Sen's explanations of human-centred development are founded on understanding what deprived communities value and aspire to as individuals, families and collective entities, and why. Their resolve to achieve these objectives -and their belief that they can do so -can be explained and understood through Pogge's rights-based development approach: communities engage with local institutions and public services to seek things which they consider it is their right to have.
Box 9.1. The limitations of studies of the poor
Interviewing the poor about how they perceive poverty has some limitations that need to be borne in mind. Both the subject of such research and the participatory methodology are complex, as also acknowledged in Moore et al. (1998) . To begin with, despite concerted efforts to capture the views of the most disadvantaged, the poorest households are often not represented. Secondly, the interaction usually takes place in a situation in which the interviewer and the interviewee are surrounded by family, neighbours and friends. The information collected is, therefore, likely to be influenced by others. For example, the respondent may not wish to admit certain facts in front of other people. It is also understandable and natural for people to be cautious in what they say and reveal only partial information to outsiders, who may have spent only a few hours or a few days building "trust". Yet attempts to isolate the interviewee and the interviewer can cause suspicion and worsen the quality of information.
Poorer interviewees often appear to be more willing to share information. The expectation, as some of respondents have explained, is that the encounter may somehow lead to an improvement in their situation. Wealthier respondents, on the other hand, tend to adopt a more measured stance towards sharing of information.
Overall, it is difficult to gauge when respondents are revealing partial information, and to what extent this affects the findings (Tiwari, 2009) .
Micro-level studies can provide insights into how the poor view poverty
Although the respondents did not refer to injustice and human rights directly, their responses reflect awareness of social injustices and of the weakness of the local institutional infrastructure in addressing them. This seems to coincide with the two approaches outlined above in shedding light on what the poor perceive as poverty, and how they think it can be resolved. More in-depth investigations of such grassroots mechanisms can provide further insights.
Positive impacts on livelihoods, empowerment, education and access to credit
Three of the programmes studied can be considered success stories with tangible outcomes at the grassroots, while the Madhya Pradesh programme had mixed results.
In Madhya Pradesh, the intranet project provided invaluable enabling services and introduced a unique public-private partnership encouraging entrepreneurship in the local economy. Yet at the time of the study in 2007, the project was not managing to bridge the digital divide to provide health and education services and address market-information asymmetries in the rural sector. The reason for this is that the technical model chosen was not able to engage the poorest community members or the women.
The remaining three case studies demonstrated achievements in livelihood security, empowerment of women, improvement in education facilities and access to credit. While the case studies were not specifically focused on investigating the impact of gender-led development, the impact from the women's self-help group in Bihar was found to be more far-reaching and inclusive of the wider family -children, husbands and the elderly -than in the other programmes. This is in line with gender-focused development research that shows how better socio-economic outcomes can be achieved by involving and investing in women.
In all cases, the positive outcomes reflected agreement by people and groups in each specific community as to what worked on the ground: in Madhya Pradesh, the individual users and the policy makers; in Bihar, the women in the rural self-help group and the policy makers; in Sidama, the farmers and the policy makers; and in the Kilamanjaro, the NGO, together with the parents, teachers and children.
Conclusions
Since the adoption of the MDG framework in 2000, policy frameworks aimed at combating poverty have mushroomed in many countries -yet without the same level of success in tackling economic and social poverty noted in the above case studies. Where does the key to success lie?
All of the successful cases shared a common feature: a supportive social policy framework coupled with public institutions to deliver essential services. 4 For example:
• The Bihar government had a pro-development agenda, with a state-supported rural livelihoods programme initiated in 2007. • Tanzania's open policy regime enabled the NGO to collaborate with local partners to build and expand the school infrastructure in the Kilimanjaro area.
Yet, does this fully explain the successful outcomes? The successful case studies shared two further common features:
• Enabling the poor to access public service delivery systems, and to claim their entitlements through direct engagement.
• The presence of local champions of diverse types: individual citizens, community groups with collective strength, inspired and driven policy makers, and state and civil society implementers at all levels. These local champions galvanise groups, empower local communities to access the services to which they are entitled, and create institutions to deliver services that allow people to achieve what they value in life. It was these local champions -the rural women in Bihar, a few individual smallholder farmers in Sidama, the school principal and rural parents in the Kilimanjaro villages, together with a few champions in civil society, the NGO sector and amongst state officials -who made the projects successful.
In summary, it was the grassroots participation and ownership of the project, and a functioning public service institutional infrastructure with local champions as drivers, that made the particular intervention work on the ground (see Chapter 10 for many other similar examples). Furthermore, the interventions were all geared to meet the contextspecific needs of the target communities through mechanisms that entailed direct engagement at the grassroots level.
What does this research tell us about what really works on the ground to end poverty?
First, that is difficult to say just which intervention will work best -but second, that fulfilling the key conditions outlined above can do much to facilitate the success of interventions designed to end poverty as poor people themselves perceive it.
Notes

